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Objectives 
  
The objective of this research focuses predominantly on how equity and social justice are 
defined by early career teachers working in Australia in schools in low socio-economic 
neighbourhoods, and how their perceptions of equity are currently influenced by 
neoliberal discourses that increasingly measure equity in data-rich comparative driven 
metrics. (Lingard, Sellar and Savage 2014). This paper focuses on specific tensions in 
relation to social justice and education, addressing the research question: How do early 
career teachers at high poverty schools reconcile their beliefs about social justice in the 
light of recent pressures put upon them to produce test-based outcomes for their 
students? 
    
Perspectives or theoretical framework 
  
This paper is underpinned by research on teacher education targeting poverty (Cochran- 
Smith & Zeichner, 2005) as well as critical analyses of what is now counted as equity and 
social justice, and how these changes are measured and re-articulated (Lingard, Sellar and 
Savage 2014). The theoretical positioning of the paper situates equity/social justice as 
mediated by a range of social, cultural and organizational contexts within high poverty 
schools. While Initial Teacher Education programs tackle social justice education in 
different ways (not always calling it social justice), there is nonetheless overlap in what 
Cochran-Smith and Villegas (in press, 2015, n.p.) refer to as a common concern with 
preparing “a teaching force capable of producing equitable learning opportunities and 
outcomes for diverse students”. Teacher education programs for social justice generally 
overlap in two areas. Firstly programs generally address ‘diversity’ drawing on assorted 
configurations of culturally responsive pedagogies (Villegas, 2007) and secondly, they 
approach ‘equity’ or ‘social justice’ through various experiential or reflective journeys 
involving preservice teachers “learning about others, learning about society, and learning 
about self” (Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2015, in press, n.p.). The early career teachers 
interviewed for this paper were informed, in their own teacher education programs, by 
these perspectives on social justice. Alongside how discourses of equity and social justice 
are aligned with the economy come parallel changes to what is now counted as equity 
and social justice, and just as importantly how these changes are measured and re- 
articulated (Lingard, Sellar and Savage 2014). In essence, the concern is that this shift has 
resulted in a weakening of established conceptual and philosophical understandings 
surrounding the dynamics of inequality and social justice (i.e., such as those proposed by 
Fraser, 2009) through a “national and global reworking of education into a field of 
measurement and comparison” (Lingard, Sellar and Savage 2014, p. 711). Teacher 
educators (such as ourselves), who are involved in the preparation of Initial Teacher 
Education (ITE) programs targeting high poverty schools, are left at times with little 
choice other than working with these recalibrated technical and numerical understandings 
of what constitutes a successful school, teacher or student, understandings that are 
increasingly represented through abstract decontextualized bench marked test scores, or 
any range of other data sets and indices. 
    
Methods 
  
The paper reports on one small aspect of research designed to ascertain how early career 
teachers in high poverty schools in Australia express their understandings of social justice 
and the extent to which the social justice teaching they received in their Initial Teacher 
Education course impacts on their understandings and practice in test-driven times. High 
poverty or disadvantaged schools in Australia are identified by the publicly available 
Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) (Australian Curriculum 
Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2012) scale which measures the levels of 
educational advantage in schools. 
 
We asked these teachers the research question: How do you (as a teacher or principal) 
working within a high poverty school reconcile your beliefs about social justice in the 
light of recent pressures put upon you to produce test-based outcomes for your students? 
The responses we collected document both the tensions and the building of connections 
as novice teachers (who still remember their university learning well) reflect on the 
theories on disadvantage and social justice they were introduced to at university in light 
of the pressures they encounter in their classrooms as they begin their careers. These 
reflections map some of the contradictions, consolidations and new understandings that 
arise for these new teachers as they teach in diverse urban, rural and remote high-poverty 
classrooms. The opportunity to reflect provides a space in which the teachers can speak 
of their own competing ideas and submit them for scrutiny and hence these reflections 
become a means of generating, disciplining, dismantling and potentially displaying 
tensions in teachers’ work. In particular, we asked questions about what aspect of their 
teaching is consciously enacted in light of the research about teaching for social justice 
they were introduced to in their Initial Teacher Education program and how easy or hard 
is it to do this work in light of pressures for high stakes testing. 
    
Data sources 
  
Participants in this research include early career teachers (n=15) all of whom received 
their teacher preparation through a targeted teacher education program and who currently 
work in high poverty schools. Responses were elicited from one-on-one interviews, focus 
groups, email communication and more informal social networking sites such as 
Facebook. 
    
Results 
  
“I'm happy with the location of my school but I'm not really loving the culture of the 
school i.e. sending notes home to all learning support students' parents, encouraging 
them to exempt their child from sitting (the national tests)...” (Cerise, Secondary teacher, 
4th year teaching) 
 
Like elsewhere, in the Australian context, the shift in how equity is 
progressively 
evaluated through data-driven accountability practices has led to an ever-increasing focus 
on raising key data sets such as numeracy and literacy skills as evidenced by test scores. 
While the issues of addressing the achievement gap for disadvantaged students are 
multiple, and include issues of poverty over which teachers have no control (Berliner, 
2013), there is widespread agreement that central to any long term solution is the 
preparation of a quality teaching workforce that is ultimately employed and retained 
within high poverty schools. This process, however, is far from straightforward. Teachers 
in high poverty schools are faced with the competing demands of being benchmarked and 
evaluated on their students’ test results while at the same time being blamed for 
differences in achievement outcomes that are for the most part a result of the complex 
social, cultural, economic and political teaching setting. In social justice education, 
teachers are reminded to teach in culturally appropriate ways. However, while teacher 
education programs may have some power in challenging teachers’ beliefs, practices and 
socio-cultural biases (Villegas, 2007), it is clear that once employed in schools, graduate 
teachers are often consumed by the pressure of producing educational outcomes tailored 
to the demands of high-stakes testing. The tension between teaching in ways that are 
contextually informed became the most commonly voiced concern for the early career 
teachers we spoke to, with nearly all respondents expressing dismay that the demands of 
testing (including the pressure in some schools to discourage students whose test scores 
might bring the school down to withdraw from the test) often takes precedence over what 
they perceive as ‘real’ teaching that might open up their students’ future options. Most 
teachers we spoke to felt they had limited choice, articulating this dilemma as one where 
they have to revise their own expectations in order to meet the demands of their job. This 
was especially the case with new teachers still finding their feet and proving themselves. 
As Ella (High School teacher, fourth year teaching) writes, 
 
I have found it hard to resist the high stakes testing pressures. I am somewhat 
skeptical about the actions that occur as a result of data. However, I know my job 
entails responding within a framework set by administration. While my 
understanding of social justice strengthened as a result of my experiences in (a 
remote Indigenous school), I feel that we are not always putting social justice at 
the foreground of our ‘daily business’ in my current location. Just recently, I had 
to collate my classes’ results as preparation for my Head of Department to 
explain the results of all students across Years 8-12 to the Principal. This 
involved comparing academic results from the previous semester’s reports with 
the reports issued at the end of Term 1. Of course, there was some disparity 
between the results and I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel the need to armor up 
because I felt defensive of my marking and allocation of student results. 
 
Ella is typical in her expression of the daily choices she makes, and the very real 
prioritizing she does, consciously and sometimes unhappily, to do what is required of her 
as a new teacher even if her actions sit uncomfortably with her beliefs about “what is 
right” for the students in her classes. 
 
As in other similar studies, the novice teachers we spoke to described their school leaders 
 
(e.g. Principals) as communicating to their teachers an acute sense of urgency about 
improving standardized test scores and improving their schools’ rankings (Reinhorn, 
Moore-Johnson & Simon, 2015). While within academic circles it is agreed that notions 
of quality teaching within high-poverty settings cannot be achieved through “determining 
the desired outputs irrespective of contexts” (Thomson, 2008, pp. 15-17), current school- 
based assessment practices, and their focus on data collection threatens to override what 
teachers know about the impact of context (including the impact of poverty and 
disadvantage on all aspects of school achievement). Our respondents often feared there 
was little time left after testing for them to “really teach” and little room after preparing 
for tests to “remember the whole child and what is going on at home” (Sarah, Primary 
teacher, 2nd year teaching). For instance, Anton told us, “Personally I find the push for 
 
NAPLAN and 'good data' to be really frustrating. So many of my kids have such poor 
numeracy foundations that I end up feeling that I'm teaching cookbook style math rather 
than understanding just to get those passes/minimum standard). (Anton, High School 
Teacher, 2nd year teaching). 
 
Like Anton, many of the teachers found that maintaining high expectations was 
especially difficult, given the additional demands placed on their time. Similar to the 
teachers in Lupton’s (2005) study on teacher quality in poor neighborhoods in the U.K., 
teachers in high poverty schools in Australia struggle to maintain these high expectations, 
something Indigenous Australian scholar Sarra (2011) believes is absolutely paramount 
to quality teaching for social justice. To put it another way, while teachers can and do 
continue in their early careers to express a belief in principles of social justice such as 
having high expectations, these principles are difficult to enact unless supported by 
strong leadership that values and supports the goals in practice. As one teacher put it, 
 
An over emphasis on data is seriously detracting from my teaching. Fear of being 
held responsible for "poor" performance. It reduces enriched learning, makes 
social justice much more difficult and pushes you into a corner where on more 
than one occasion instructional teaching appears to be the only way. Especially if 
schools have set unreasonably high targets expected to be met in the short term. 
(Karly, High School teacher, third year teaching). 
  
In some ways, it is no wonder attrition is so high amongst new teachers in high poverty 
schools (Tricarico et. al, 2014). Our interviews suggests that for some teachers “burn- 
out” is less because of the students themselves (who are not so difficult) as the significant 
energy it takes to stay true to their own deeply held goals (e.g. to teach equitably) in light 
of so many competing demands. 
 
 
Scholarly significance of the study 
  
Australian education faces many similar challenges to other nations, recently exacerbated 
by a conservative federal government agenda with comparing and rewarding schools and 
teachers by constantly measuring school data through the collection of such things as 
benchmarked national test results (Sellar and Lingard, 2013). This research is significant 
exploration of how principles of social justice work (or falter) in these test-driven times. 
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